THE MEDICI

PROLOGUE

IN the filth century storm upon storm out of the dark North
swept away in a great deluge of barbarism all the civilisa-
tion of the western half of the Roman Empire. From the
Atlantic to Constantinople, and from the Rhine and Danube
to the deserts of Africa, all that was learned and cultivated,
all that was artistic and beautiful, was overwhelmed in an
avalanche of ruin in which not only the triumphs of architec-
ture, literature, and art, produced by many centuries of a
high civilisation, but also those who could create such things
afresh, were involved in one general destruction.

Then after a night of thick darkness, obscuring everything
in Western Europe for two hundied years, during which these
barbarian races are battling over the dead corpse of the
Roman Empire, comes in the eighth century Charlemagne,
creating a brief light for forty years. But on his death the
darkness settles down again, wrapping all in gloom; and again
we read, "Barbarism and confusion reigned throughout
Western Europe for a hundred and fifty years." Meanwhile,
from Arabia another deluge, that of the Mahomedans,
sweeps in succession over the fair countries forming the east-
ern half of the Empire, creating there also a similar desola-
tion. Gradually all that is left of the art and letters of the
Roman Empire takes refuge in Constantinople, where it
remains shut up, surrounded west, north, east, and south
by the barbarian flood.

At length in the twelfth century the re-civilisation of the
West is begun fay the discovery in Italy of the code of the